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Abstract 
Despite the large number of successfully delivered projects and programmes, the failure rate remains unacceptably 
high. Project related practice has been the subject of research for well over 30 years and there is a significant 
educational programme to support practitioners, increased focus on standards and alignment with organisational 
strategy and increased awareness of behavioural aspects, but still projects fail, often spectacularly. A paradigm 
shift is needed and alternative approaches are necessary to achieve that shift.  As Kuhn shows, such change is often 
driven by new forms of thinking and by those not steeped in the traditions of a professional discipline. 
Projects are seen as sociological in nature and sensitive in context: concerned with people, their effective 
performance and team behaviour. We argue that these factors require new ways of looking for solutions to 
problems and that this will lead to developing new approaches to PPP management in the future. In assessing ideas 
that might be needed in the future, some researchers have examined the past history of projects but we propose to 
move the profession forward by drawing upon IPMAಬs unique strengths and worldwide resources, views, cultural 
differences and patterns of thinking to drive new approaches. We conclude that a Project Management Think Tank 
is needed to achieve the necessary paradigm shift. It will need to draw on enabling technologies as well as range of 
talented thinkers who are able to bring new ideas to the table and synthesise these ideas into pragmatic concepts for 
practitioners to test. 
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1. Introduction
Project Management (PM) in its various forms has established a considerable reputation for being critical to 
business performance and organisational success and enabling business growth (PWC, 2012).  PM has been 
successfully applied in a wide range of fields as diverse as engineering, medicine and social sciences to 
information technology and education.  PM is now highly visible to the man in the street, who reads not of the 
many successes that bring benefit to so many but of failure.  Almost daily, the world press holds up for 
examination projects that have been delivered late, have failed technically or whose cost is many times the original 
expectation.  Even spectacularly successful programmes such as the London Olympic Games have attracted 
criticism .  Thus it comes as no surprise that genuine project failure is widely reported as a glance at almost any 
daily paper or the broadcast media reports will show.  Despite disproportionate reporting of failed projects, there 
can be little doubt that far too many projects do indeed fail.  Reports by the Standish Group consistently show 
success rates to be around 30%.  In the IT sector alone, the failure rate is claimed to be around 60 to 70% with a 
cost in Millions annually (Standish Group 2011). 
The rate of failure across all industries should be a concern for both practicing Project Managers and academics.  It 
should also be a major concern for the membership societies that claim to represent project management and its 
practitioners since they are the self-appointed guardians of the so called profession.  Individual practitioners should 
be concerned because ultimately their reputation and livelihood depend on a high rate of success for projects.  
Academics, or at least those who research the domain and attempt to pass on what they have established, depend to 
some extent on being able to show that what they have learned is helpful to practitioners as well as academically 
credible.  The interests of the membership societies can only be served if projects are seen to be largely successful.  
By no means least, clients have some interest in seeing that they get value for the money they invest in projects. 
There is an overwhelming need to ensure that projects succeed.  The approach to addressing this problem has been 
varied.  There has been a vast expansion in accreditation activities by the membership societies so that there are 
many certificated Project Managers; yet there is little formal evidence that such PMs are any more successful that 
their un-certificated colleagues.  Research into all aspects of project management has been assiduously conducted 
over the past 50 years and is well documented in the learned journals such as the International Journal of Project 
Management, the Project Management Journal and several newer publications in the last few years.  PM education 
at undergraduate, post graduate and doctoral levels is at an all time high yet the failure rate of projects remains 
stubbornly high.   
2. Potential Solutions 
One aspect that might be addressed in order to improve the situation is that of research in PM related topics.  PM 
research has covered many areas and according Shenhar and Dvir (2007) has steadily evolved from the firmly 
engineering based to the more social science oriented approaches reported at key conferences such as IRNOP, 
EURAM and PMI Research. The wider research trend is summarised in Table 1 below. 
Table 1 Theoretical and research implications as seen by Shenhar and Dvir (2008). 
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Several researchers have reported on their work on assessing where the future of project management and project 
management research lies.  Hoon Kwak and Anbari (2009) analysed perspectives regarding project management 
research from top management journals. They concluded that the most researched fields were strategy and 
portfolio management, operation research and decision science, organisational behaviour and human resource 
management.  This concurs to some extent with the findings of Ingason and Jonasson (2009) who concluded that 
the discipline focuses more and more on interpersonal competences, relationship management, resource 
management and strategic alignment. Pollack (2007) reported on the changing paradigms of project management 
and from his critical reading of the literature concluded a growing acceptance of a soft paradigm in project 
management, while the prevailing link is between a hard paradigm and project management. A similar observation 
was pointed out by Silvius (2009) where he concludes that project management is evolving from being an 
occupation into being a true profession with a growing emphasis on the relationship of the project with its 
environment. Morris (2010) notes that the efforts of project management researchers should be focused on project 
outcomes and helping project management practitioners to deliver projects efficiently and effectively. A UK 
government funded research network in 2004 presented five directions aimed at developing the field of project 
management intellectually (Winter et al 2006). More focus should be put on project complexity, on projects as 
social processes, on value creation and broader conceptualisation of projects and on practitioners as being more 
reflective. 
These and other papers indicate that a paradigm shift is required in PM.  What is not clear is how this might be 
encouraged.  Kuhn (1962) notes that the idea of cumulative development of scientific knowledge is inappropriate 
(Kuhn 1962 p108) so that it is no use expecting small incremental steps to lead to any significant shift in thinking.  
Kuhn also remarked that the nature of scientific revolution is such that it is unlikely to be brought about by the 
kind of research that is conducted by the elder statesmen of the research world, or indeed by established 
professionals (Kuhn 1962 p168). Who then is to lead the research that seems to be needed? 
3. Forms of Research 
There are many forms of research available. Different methods can be used to acquire data that is relevant in 
project management related research, a few examples are longitudinal studies, structured interviews, open question 
interviews, unstructured interviews, structured and unstructured questionnaires, participant observation. A simple 
two dimensional model of research types is shown in the figure below.  
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Figure 1 A simple model of research types relevant in project management context (Ingason & Jonasson, 2013). 
The model defines two fundamental realities that typically are under investigation in project research. The 
subjective realities - all non-tangible aspects of projects, and the objective realities - all the tangible things that can 
be measured. Furthermore, the research approach may either be qualitative data gathering or quantitative data 
sampling. 
There is no doubt that all the above mentioned research approaches will continue to be used by transitional 
academics and will generate useful results.  However if more rapid progress is to be achieved, a different approach 
is necessary, and for IPMA, it needs to be an approach that builds on the unique and singular structure and 
constituents of the Association.  Before proposing a particular form of research it is necessary to outline these 
characteristics.  First and foremost, IPMA is an international body, with some 55 members.  These members are 
National project management associations of varying size, maturity and resource capacity but cover every 
continent of the world.  Structurally, IPMA is organised as a single cameral chamber that agrees policy with an 
Executive Board to carry out tasks defined by the Council of Delegates.  This structure has advantages of 
simplicity but also entails some disadvantages in that the uneven developmental levels of the Member Associations 
makes decision making a slow process.  In part this is offset by the establishment of a small number of specialist 
Boards to conduct particular tasks, such as Education & Training, Certification and Validation, and Research 
Management.  As part of its drive for growth and stability, IPMA has concentrated on operational matters so that it 
does not have the resources to fund an extensive research programme.   
A simple SWOT analysis for IPMA can shed light on the Strengths and Weaknesses (internal) - and Opportunities 
and Threats (external) of IPMA regarding how to enhance the discipline of project management and improve it in 
any way.       
Table 2  Simple SWOT analysis for IPMA on how to enhance the discipline of project management. 
INTERNAL FACTORS 
Strengths Weaknesses 
A global society Lack of funding for research 
Universal cover "Old thinkers" 
Strong focus on knowledge based activities The IPMA "system" needs to maintain itself 
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Urge to move the profession forward Possible conflict of interest 
Well established in many countries of the world Not well established in USA 
Based on volunteer work Can be difficult to get 100% consensus 
Strong network Can take long to get decisions 
Solid definition of present state (ICB) "Not invented by me" syndrome may be a risk? 
Young Crew initiative Uneven development of Member Associations 
Culturally Diverse 
Direct links with many of world's top universities 
Tradition for virtual team collaboration 
EXTERNAL FACTORS 
Opportunities Threats 
To reach a new level as a leading association Initiative diminished by other associations 
To strengthen the present sources of income Competitors establish new principles for PM 
To invent new sources of income 
To have a global impact 
To take a "quantum leap" with the profession 
PM as the managing method of 21st century - secured
4. Potential Solution
How can IPMA build on it's unique and singular structure and constituents to achieve a more rapid progress for 
moving the discipline of project management forward? Looking at some of the strengths of IPMA from the SWOT 
analysis, we can see that IPMA is a global society, well established in many countries, with a direct link with some 
of the top universities in the world. Furthermore there is a cultural diversity within IPMA which might lead to 
quicker a uptake across a global audience, there is a tradition for virtual team collaboration, low cost of operation 
using on-line cooperation and coordination. We conclude that a global think tank by IPMA would build on these 
strengths and such a think tank might pave the way for a paradigm shift in PM.  
A think tank on the future development of project management as a discipline might be an efficient and powerful 
tool for IPMA but there are risks factors that IPMA should take into account as they might stand in the way of 
forming a think tank, maintaining it and utilizing its outputs. These risks can be seen by looking at some of the 
weaknesses of the SWOT analysis. There is e.g. the problem of IPMA as a "system" with vested interests in some 
MAs. This system needs to maintain itself and regain sunk costs in existing products. There may thus be conflicts 
of interest and the major criticisms of undue influence within the organization. 
In order to understand how a think tank might - by definition - take advantage of these strengths and avoid the 
weaknesses, we need to understand the concept of a think tank. McGann (2012) defines think tanks as public-
policy research analysis and engagement organizations. They generate policy- oriented research, analysis, and 
advice on domestic and international issues, which enable policymakers and the public to make informed decisions 
about public policy issues. Furthermore, think tanks may be affiliated or independent institutions and are structured 
as permanent bodies, not ad hoc commissions. Goodman (2005) defines a think tank in a similar way as an 
organization that sponsors research on specific problems, encourages the discovery of solutions, and facilitates 
interaction among scientists and intellectuals in pursuit of these goals.  
It can thus be seen that a PM Think Tank should prove a useful concept for IPMA, allowing the strengths outlined 
in Table 2 to be harnessed.  Economics of the Internet would allow collaboration between a range of thinkers from 
Member Associations who could report on existing product development, identify future products for development 
and examine PM paradigms for transfer to practice.  These are all traditional functions of a Think Tank and offer 
obvious advantages.  Set against these advantages are a number of equally traditional weaknesses, particularly the 
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issue of independence.  How close a think tank is to the establishing organisation often has implications for 
freedom of thought, especially where existing product ranges are being challenged.   
5. Conclusion  
We have established that in spite of extensive research and development into project management as a discipline, 
there is a potential for huge improvements regarding project success. Furthermore, current research is quite limited 
in its effectiveness and tends to focus more or less on the present knowledge and small incremental steps for 
improvements. We need a paradigm shift for taking the discipline much further in a short time span. Such 
paradigm shifts are known to come from unexpected sources and people that are "young", either by age or young 
in the sense of not having been associated with the field for a long time. We have argued that a think tank might 
accelerate this process. Furthermore, a think tank fits well with the strategy, structure and processes of IPMA. 
Keeping in mind some of the main criticisms regarding think tanks, care must be taken ensure the independence of 
the think tank and to safeguard against the dangers of allowing IPMA to govern the process.  
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